Introduction
There is a general conception in the literature that shared leadership is an important element for school effectiveness (e.g. Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei, 2003; Hallinger and Heck, 1998) and vice-principals (VPs) are expected to assume a significant role in school operation. The competence of VPs is of prime concern not only because they are part of the school leadership team but also because, in many school systems, they are often appointed to the position of school principal. Embedded in such a practice is the assumption that their vice-principal experience provides adequate preparation for the principalship. Nevertheless, this proposition has been challenged by some researchers (e.g. Harris et al., 2003; Ribbins, 1997) .
The dissatisfaction VPs feel when considering their current experience as an effective training ground for the principalship is attributable in part to the unclear role of vice-principalship in school operations (e.g. James and Whiting, 1998; Ribbins, 1997; Webb and Vulliamy, 1995) . In the early literature, VPs were primarily responsible for student discipline and pastoral care (e.g. Bates and Shank, 1983; Black, 1980; Reeds and Conners, 1982; Smith, 1987) . Although their responsibilities have proliferated, VPs perceive their job enlargement as the result of an arbitrary decision by their principals, rather than that of deliberate and purposeful succession planning.
Since the position of vice-principal is considered as an assessment position for promotion to the principalship (Greenfield, 1985; Marshall, 1992) , on-the-job training is as important as off-the-job development programmes in nurturing future school leaders. The latter provide them with the knowledge base for making quality decisions and the former gives them the opportunities to apply theories in daily school operations.
This paper reports on a study of vice-principals in Hong Kong secondary schools. It aims to understand the various VP job responsibilities and, in addition, it attempts to examine the contribution of each responsibility dimension in preparing them for the principalship. This information is considered important as it identifies ways to help better prepare VPs for taking up leadership roles in schools.
Review of relevant literature
Leadership has long been established in the literature as a crucial element in school effectiveness and school improvement and it is becoming an even more prominent element in the wake of educational reforms which have led to an intensification in the roles and responsibilities in terms of both scope and complexity pertaining to school leaders (e.g. Gok et al., 2005; Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei, 2003) . The reforms have resulted in a substantial number of studies that have focused on school leadership (e.g. Day, 2005; Hallinger and Heck, 1998) . One general theme that has emerged in this area of study is the importance of distributed leadership for school success (e.g. Yu et al., 2002; Griffith, 2004; Nguni et al., 2006) .
Although there are few clear, undisputed definitions of distributed leadership and those that exist appear to differ from each other, one common theme advocated by different writers is the openness of the boundaries of leadership (Bennett et al., 2003) . Leadership is no longer confined to school principals but is extended to other school personnel such as vice-principals and departmental heads (Hallinger and Heck, 1998) . This leadership distribution has led to VPs undertaking additional responsibilities. Leithwood et al. (2006) in fact advocated that "developing people", together with "setting directions", "redesigning the organisation" and "managing the instructional programme" were the four core practices of successful school leadership. They argued that "developing people" would develop staff motivation and commitment in addition to building the knowledge and skills needed for accomplishing school goals. Indeed, the competence of VPs not only affects school success during their tenures, it also has an effect on their effective assumption of responsibilities when appointed principals.
Most new principals are drawn from the ranks of VPs in many school systems in the world. Embedded in such a practice is the dubious assumption that the time spent in JEA 47,2 their roles as vice-principals offers an adequate preparation and entry point to the principalship (Harris et al., 2003) . The literature, however, shows that vice-principals' roles are normally assigned at the discretion of their principals (Marshall and Hooley, 2006) without much consideration given to succession planning (Hess and Kelly, 2007; Mullen and Cairns, 2001) . Kelly (1987, p. 13) bluntly remarked that "one of the great myths of education is that the position of assistant principal is a proper and useful training ground for the principalship". Coulson supported this view (quoted in Ribbins, 1997) . He maintained that vice-principalship was not considered an adequate preparation for the principalship, as VPs rarely had the opportunity to make the type of decisions that would face them after promotion. Webb and Vulliamy (1995) reported a growing anxiety shared by vice-principals who felt insufficiently knowledgeable to take over the running of the school when the principal was away for more than one week. They further commented that this perceived incompetence was one of the reasons that prevented them applying for the position of principal. Furthermore, James and Whiting (1998, p. 358) , based on a survey of 366 VPs in the UK, reported: "the demands of the top job in schools [were] regarded by over half of the respondents as more of a poisoned chalice than a positive challenge". Ribbins (1997) , in his qualitative study of 36 VPs, found the majority of his informants considered their experience as vice-principals disappointing and frustrating because they did not feel supported or prepared for the principalship by their principals. Instead, they were often assigned to tasks which the principals themselves did not want. Ribbins (1997, p. 297) (Ribbins, 1997, p. 297) .
In his study, Glanz (1994) reported the dissatisfaction of a group of newly appointed principals with their vice-principalship experience. His respondents felt that their VP role had failed to adequately prepare them for the job as they were often asked to take care of student discipline and lunch duties and did not have a chance to be involved in more important dimensions leading to school success. The results of Lankford et al. (2003) appeared to be more positive, however: their respondents were of the view that they needed additional training in finances and facilities management.
The frustration encountered by VPs can be attributable in part to their ill-defined roles (Marshall and Mitchell, 1991) . They were traditionally considered as "caretakers" (Koru, 1993) and "daily operations managers" (Porter, 1996) without precise job descriptions (Marshall, 1992; Harvey, 1994) . In the early literature, their roles were associated primarily with student discipline and attendance and were seen as having little influence on the overall leadership of schools (Bates and Shank, 1983; Black, 1980; Reeds and Conners, 1982; Smith, 1987) . In a report that synthesised the work of 26 authors, Scoggins and Bishop (1993) identified 20 common duties of VPs, the most prominent of which were student discipline and the policing of attendance.
As the tasks of principals expanded in the wake of widespread educational reforms, researchers began to investigate the increased delegation of responsibility to vice-principals. Webb and Vulliamy (1995) reported that four types of activities dominated the work schedules of VPs: class teaching, curriculum leadership, general managerial responsibility delegated by the principal, and staff development, as well as
The viceprincipal experience pastoral support. Mertz (2000) asserted that, in addition to student discipline, VPs should be involved in managerial duties, such as supporting new teachers, external liaison and school improvement projects (see also Kaplan and Owings, 1999) . In a more recent study of 204 vice-principals, Cranston et al. (2004) identified the seven main roles of VPs in schools to be: strategic leadership, education and curriculum leadership, management and administration, and dealing with student issues, parent and community issues, staffing issues, and operational issues.
One of the most comprehensive analyses of the activities undertaken by vice-principals to date was conducted by Hausman et al. (2002) . The authors developed a questionnaire to investigate the responsibilities of vice-principals. Seven dimensions were identified; they were instructional leadership, personnel management, interaction with the educational hierarchy, professional development, resource management, public relations and student management.
The recent work discussed above has attested to the fact that VPs have been assigned more job responsibilities by the principals who have had to assume enhanced responsibilities and accountabilities in the wake of educational reforms. However, VPs often perceive their job enlargement more as a result of their principals' arbitrary and discretionary decisions than as a result of careful and purposeful succession and developmental planning. Accordingly, they do not consider their vice-principalship experience adequately provides them with the knowledge and skills to take up the principalship. Given that the position of VP is considered as an assessment position for promotion to the principalship (Greenfield, 1985; Marshall, 1992) , the issue of the role of VP as a preparation for the principalship is worth investigating. In light of the proliferation of responsibilities undertaken by VPs, it is also of interest to examine the respective contribution of various responsibility dimensions in preparing them for higher office. Therefore, this study aims to understand the perception of vice-principals on the adequacy of their current responsibilities in preparing them for the principalship in general, and the respective effect of each of the responsibilities in particular.
Methodology
This section describes the conceptual models and measures that were used, the respondents, and the statistical procedures adopted in the data analysis.
Conceptual model and measures
This study basically adapted the questionnaire developed by Hausman et al. (2002) in which the following seven work responsibility dimensions were used: student management, interactions with education hierarchy, personnel management, public relations, professional development, resource management, and instructional leadership. Some modifications were made to bring the questionnaire in line with the context in which the study was conducted. First, following the suggestion of Norton and Kriekard (1987) , the "public relations" and "interactions with education hierarchy" dimensions were combined, given their similarity. Second, a dimension entitled "strategic direction and policy environment" was added. This dimension better reflects the need for VPs to keep abreast of education reform and other environmental changes. Third, the remaining dimensions were renamed with a view to making them consistent with the responsibility dimensions used to assess the responsibilities of principals in Hong Kong (Walker and Education and Manpower Bureau of HKSAR, JEA 47,2 2005); for instance: "student management" was changed to "teaching, learning and curriculum", "personnel management" to "staff management", "professional development" to "leader and teacher growth and development", "instructional leadership" to "quality assurance and accountability". A questionnaire was developed with 56 items, reflecting the work activities of vice-principals across seven dimensions. Respondents were asked to indicate their degree of involvement in the listed activities on a four-point Likert scale (from "rarely" to "very often"). Five items were designed to measure the adequacy of preparation for the principalship as perceived by VPs.
The instrument was pilot tested twice with two separate groups of 30 VPs. With feedback from the respondents and the statistical results of the factor reliability scales, items were modified, added, or deleted. A summary of the seven responsibility dimensions with the measuring items is shown in Table I . The questionnaire also had a personal information section attached.
Respondents
The questionnaire was sent by post to the vice-principals of all the secondary schools in Hong Kong. Of the 803 questionnaires that were distributed 331 were returned, giving a response rate of 41.2 per cent. Because the study was the first of its kind to target all of the vice-principals in Hong Kong secondary schools, there is no benchmark against which the response rate can be compared. However, compared to a 12 per cent response rate that was achieved among Hong Kong university teachers (Kwan and Walker, 2003) , this response rate could be considered satisfactory.
Data analysis
The range of answers for each item statement was examined and no sign of consistent bias was found in any one of the items. Apart from checking the Cronbach alphas of various job responsibility dimensions, a confirmatory factor analysis was run to ascertain the applicability of a seven-factor structure to describe vice-principals' job responsibilities. Having confirmed the reliability of the factor structure, the relationship between VPs' perception of their preparation for the principalship and the seven job responsibility dimensions was examined by means of a regression analysis in which the former was set as the dependent variable and the latter as independent variables. Since the perceived preparedness of vice-principals to assume positions as principals may also be affected by their personal demographic characteristics, a sequential regression was preferred to multiple regression in the analysis. By so doing, the effect of job responsibility dimensions over and above that of personal demographic factors could be identified by examining the change in R 2 . Two blocks of factors were entered in sequence in the regression as independent variables: the first included the VPs' demographic factors (i.e. gender, age, academic qualification and years of teaching experience) and the second comprised the seven job responsibility dimensions.
Findings and discussion
The distribution of respondents exhibited a fair resemblance to their distribution in Hong Kong in general, which indicated that the data provided a fair representation of vice-principals. The Cronbach alphas of the adequacy of preparation for the principalship scale and the seven job responsibility dimensions were all within a satisfactory range (from 0.734 to 0.867) and thus indicated that the scales were internally consistent (see Table III ). The viceprincipal experience A factor structure was then developed in which the seven responsibility dimensions were represented as the endogenous constructs and the item statements that described each of the dimensions were the exogenous variables for the corresponding constructs. The developed factor structure was then tested using LISREL 8 (Jöreskog and Sörbom, 1993) . To reduce the possible effects of the idiosyncratic wording of individual items on the factor loadings the items in the factors were randomly paired (Marsh and O'Neill, 1984) . A confirmatory factor analysis was performed in which the seven factors were allowed to freely correlate, and the goodness of fit indices x 2 ¼ 874.71 (d.f. ¼ 384), RMSEA ¼ 0.062, CFI ¼ 0.90 and NNFI ¼ 0.88 were obtained. These results indicate a marginal fit of the data, and thus the model was revisited and revised with a view to improving the goodness of fit statistics.
Following the suggestions of Byran (1998) and Cudeck and Brown (1983) the data was randomly split into two sets in model re-specification, one for calibration and the other for validation. The calibration set was first tested and the following statistics were obtained:
064, CFI ¼ 0.91 and NNFI ¼ 0.90. All of the parameter estimates were high and statistically significant. These results show the revised factor structure for the calibration model to be acceptable. To support the factor structure of the model, a cross-validation test using SIMPLIS was conducted on the validation set. The Cross-Validation Index reported in the SIMPLIS output was 4.49 with a 90 per cent confidence interval of 3.67 to 5.38. The mean for each of the seven responsibility dimensions was computed. As shown in Table III , the respondents reported that they had been spending most of their time in the dimension of "staff management" (Mean JEA 47,2 "Staff management" was the dimension which vice-principals had mostly attended to in schools; they were heavily involved in activities such as: "supervising and reviewing performance of teachers", "handling grievances among teachers" and "assignment of work to staff" (see "Item descriptions" shown in Table I ). This finding highlights the difficulty VPs have in handling staff problems in schools in a reform environment. In addition, it also exemplifies the problem of being the "man in the middle position" as advocated by Ribbins (1997) . Reform initiatives, such as curriculum reforms and school-based management, inevitably will cause changes to school operations, which will in turn result in modifications to the work of teachers. Facing swift changes, teachers may have reservations, objections and grievances in adjusting to a new working environment. Thus, it is important for principals to enable their teachers to cope with the reform environment and be ready to take on additional work. As noted by Dimmock and Walker (2005) in their study on school leadership, principals in Hong Kong considered preservation of harmony and suppression of emotional displays the most important elements in managing schools, and this belief would affect the strategies they choose to deal with teacher objections and grievances. With a view to preserving a harmonious relationship with teachers, principals may prefer to ask their VPs to play the devil's role in "handling]the grievances" and "assigning tasks to teachers" (see Table I ), rather than confront the teachers themselves. Thus, VPs are often put between a rock and a hard place as they have to be accountable to the principals on the one hand, and maintain a friendly relationship with teachers on the other. They may take on this additional responsibility unwillingly, and thus fail to see the value of staff management in preparing them for the principalship.
The scant involvement of VPs in the resource and financial management of their schools (Mean ¼ 2.1858, S.D. ¼ 0.7196) is also worth noting. It echoes the finding of Marshall and Mitchell (1991) that financial management is one of the areas that principals are usually reluctant to delegate. The current finding supports the assertion of Lankford et al. (2003) that VPs should be better prepared in finances and facilities management.
Having confirmed the validity of the seven job responsibility dimensions, a sequential regression analysis into preparation for the principalship was run with the consecutive addition of the block of vice-principals' demographic variables and the responsibility dimensions. The results of the regression analysis are shown in Table IV . Table IV shows that the demographic factor block can produce a significant regression equation (R 2 ¼ 0.063, F ¼ 4.670, p ¼ 0.001), suggesting that the perceived preparation for the principalship was affected by a VP's demographic variables. The standardised coefficients shown in Table V suggest that VPs with higher academic qualifications believed that they had been better prepared to become principals. The other three variables (gender, age and years of experience) did not appear to have an effect. This finding is noteworthy. Although there are more male than female VPs in Hong Kong, as evident in this study, and although males are often granted more respect than females in Hong Kong schools (Dimmock and Walker, 2005) , female VPs were as confident as their male counterparts in their preparation for the principalship. One of the plausible explanations is that female teachers who lack the confidence to assume increased responsibilities would have settled well in their front-line teaching positions without any expectation of holding management positions. Those who had
The viceprincipal experience been appointed VPs would be more career-oriented and self-assured about further career advancement. It is also of interest to note that the adequacy of VP preparation for the principalship did not relate to a VP's years of experience, and this fact further points to the value of investigating the link between preparation for the principalship and the nature of the job content undertaken by VPs.
The entry into the equation of the job responsibility dimensions as block two's variables yielded a significant improvement (DR 2 ¼ 0.120, p , 0.001). The result suggests that VP job content has an effect on a VP's perceived preparation for the principalship, over and above the influence of their demographic variables. The result in Table V shows that their involvement in the "strategic direction and policy environment" was the only job responsibility factor that affects their preparedness to take up the principalship. In other words, VPs with higher academic qualifications believe that they are better prepared for a promotion. However, for vice-principals with the same academic qualifications, the one with a more intense involvement in "strategic direction and policy environment" is of the view that he or she is better prepared for the principalship. Involvements in tasks such as: "formulating long-term school plans", "regularly assessing the environmental changes affecting the school", "regularly assessing the internal strengths and weaknesses of the school", and "setting priorities for different school plans and objectives" (see Table I ) were considered good training opportunities by VPs.
This result reflects the change in the role of principal in the wake of educational reform. In essence, the introduction of school-based management in Hong Kong has followed the international evolving trend of moving from a largely centralised structure to a more decentralised one. It provides schools with increased flexibility and autonomy in managing their own operation and resources. The formulation of school plans and objectives is the essential element in school-based management because these plans and objectives form the basis on which public funding to schools is allotted and against which the performance of a school is gauged. Therefore, it is understandable that VPs in the study saw involvement in this area as a crucial factor for their preparation for the principalship.
It is relevant to note that although "staff management" tasks had occupied most of their time, VPs in the study did not consider their involvement in this area of any contribution to their preparation for the principalship. It may suggest why the respondents did not perceive staff management to be of any importance to the principalship, and why they perceived their intense involvement in the area irrelevant to the preparation to take up the position. As discussed earlier, preservation of harmony was considered an important element by principals in Hong Kong (Dimmock and Walker, 2005) . VPs upholding such a value may believe that they need to maintain a harmonious relationship with colleagues when they become principals. Accordingly, their experience gained in settling grievances and assigning tasks against the will of teachers may not be of any use to them in the future as these tasks can be delegated to their VPs. This is an area to be addressed by policy makers in the light that staff management skills are of prime importance in a school-based management environment which has delegated school principals with the authority to recruit, train, appraise and retain school personnel. School leaders should learn to strike a balance in maintaining a harmonious working relationship with teachers on the one hand and to effectively monitor their performance on the other.
The result also points to the fact that VPs did not see their scant involvement in the area of resource and financial management a deficiency for their taking up a principal's position in the future. The concerns of VPs in Hong Kong appeared to be different from their counterparts in the USA who had indicated their desire for a more intensive involvement in school finance (Lankford et al., 2003) . Perhaps, Hong Kong VPs have taken for granted that resource and financial management is a proprietary domain of principals and, thus have considered lightly the relevance of their inadequate involvement in this area to their future assumption of a principal's position. This is another area to be addressed by policy-makers in preparing VPs for the principalship.
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Conclusion
Given that principal appointments are usually offered to vice-principals in many school systems, the preparation of VPs to assume a school leader role is a prime concern. The general assumption that the time spent in VP roles provides an adequate preparation for the principalship has been challenged by some researchers (e.g. Harris et al., 2003) , arguing that the roles of VPs are generally ill-defined and usually assigned at the principal's discretion (e.g. Mertz, 2000; Webb and Vulliamy, 1995) . It was the objective of this study to investigate the job responsibility dimensions assumed by VPs and to further examine the impact of these dimensions on their perceived preparation for the principalship.
Based on empirical findings, this study confirmed that there were seven job responsibility dimensions pertaining to a VP's role; they were: external communication and connection, quality assurance and accountability, teaching, learning and curriculum, staff management, resource management, leader and teacher growth and development, and strategic direction and policy environment. The dimension of staff management was the most frequently assumed responsibility, whereas resource management was the least.
Respondents did not perceive their extensive experience gained in staff management an asset, or their inadequate experience in resource and financial management a deficiency in preparing them for the principalship. The low concern on the importance of financial management training (contrary to US vice-principals as reported by Lankford et al. (2003) ), may be attributable to the general practice of principals in Hong Kong who seldom delegate resource and financial decisions to VPs. Realising that most, if not all, of their counterparts have not been involved in this area, a VP may not consider his or her inadequacy in this area to be a problem. In the light that financial management is a crucial element in school-based management, a lack of such knowledge may present difficulties if and when VPs take up the position of principal. Thus, it is important to encourage principals to share more financial management responsibilities with VPs.
Although VPs have been actively involved in staff management in schools, they did not consider their experience contributed to their preparation for the principalship. As the maintenance of a harmonious relationship with teachers is a crucial concern for school leaders in Hong Kong (Dimmock and Walker, 2005) , principals may choose to ask their VPs to handle staff grievances and objections so as to avoid having a direct conflict with teachers. With the same belief firmly rooted in their minds, VPs may take on this responsibility unwillingly and thus fail to see the value of staff management responsibility in preparing them for principalship.
The result of this study suggests that VPs with a higher academic qualification believe that they have been better prepared to become principals. Over and above the effect of academic qualification, experience in strategic direction and policy environment was the only job responsibility considered by VPs as a training ground for the principalship. The introduction of school-based management in Hong Kong has provided schools with increased flexibility and autonomy in managing their own operation and resources, and thus the formulation of school strategies for proactively and reactively coping with environmental changes is important. As noted by Leithwood et al. (2006, p. 14) , "unplanned principal succession is one of the most common sources of schools failing to progress, in spite of what teachers might do", so it is important that vice-principals are provided with the necessary on-the-job training with a view not only to helping them boost their confidence when promoted to the principalship but also to better prepare them to discharge their responsibilities when they become principals.
